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Evolving trends like social responsibility and
regulatory requirements, along with the need to
show return on investment and to think strate-
gically, are all keeping today’s corporate meet-
ing planners busy. But, in a seller’s market
where suppliers are driving a hard bargain
when it comes to rates along with an economy
that may be headed toward recession, corporate
planners seem to have some basic things on
their mind: how to hold the line on budgets and
find affordable, accessible and hospitable meet-
ing sites.
It’s these everyday obstacles that continue to

be at the forefront for planners like Karen
Royan, vice president of Informed Market
Intelligence (IMI), a division of Analysts in
Media, a New York-based media and publish-
ing company that produces conferences for
C-level executives in the industries they serve,
such as information technology and manufac-
turing. “We see costs going up significantly,”
she said.
Rising price points are not likely to change,

according to the American Express 2008
Global Business Travel Forecast, which report-
ed that hotels remained at record occupancy
rates last year. For this year, American Express
predicted rates in North America would rise by
4 to 7 percent for mid-range hotels and by 5 to
8 percent for luxury properties. “High demand
and limited supply will continue to force
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prices up, particularly in demand-heavy mar-
kets,” American Express reported.
What’s more, Royan said she is finding that

some properties have become less flexible.
“There is also now inflexibility in terms of
what the resorts can give you,” she said.
“They charge you for everything now.” In
short, Royan said, “While we see costs going
up, we see the level of service coming down,”
she said, explaining that IMI specializes in
what she calls “Seven-Star, white-glove serv-
ice.” Over the past 18 months, in first-tier
meetings destinations, Royan said she has seen
service levels decline where her expectations
have not been met. “We get sold on what we
expect to be the deliverables. However, when
it comes down to actually seeing it delivered,
we’re told, ‘No. That wasn’t part of the deal.’”
Despite the expense, she added, IMI has no

choice but to absorb the extra costs, which in
turn reduces their profit margin given the
exclusive audience for whom her events are

created, “We deliver what we promise to our
audience, so we pay the extra money in order
to ensure that we deliver what we have prom-
ised to our attendees,” she said.
Similar issues are on the mind of Mary

Adams, president of Event Consulting Group
in Waldwick, N.J. Adams plans meetings for
several corporations and said she’s seeing ven-
dors focusing more on big-dollar events. “A
lot of times, I plan smaller meetings, and it
has been tough on those clients. The hotels
now have ‘special small meetings salespeo-
ple,’ yet what that seems to mean, if you read
between the lines, is that you are just not
going to get the attention that you need.”
Adams said she believes small corporate meet-
ings are treated differently and receive less
attention from meeting site personnel than in
years past.
As a result, Adams said she has become

more particular with the suppliers she chooses.
“I remember the ones who treated me with the

utmost respect and take my business to them
again,” she said. Adams recognizes that there
is a need for planners and suppliers to be part-
ners; however, she added that increased
turnover in the hospitality industry makes it
difficult to maintain relationships. “The
turnover is enormous. You can call one day
and have an in-depth discussion with a sales-
person. Then, the next day, they’re not there
any more.”
Amanda Armstrong, CMP,

meetings manager at
Enterprise Rent-A-Car in St.
Louis, agreed that meeting
costs are rising. But, unlike
Royan and Adams, she
accepts price increases as an
inevitable market force based on supply and
demand. “Rising costs are to be anticipated.
When there is not an increase in the supply of
hotel rooms and there’s high demand, prices
are definitely going to go up.”
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Armstrong said now is the time for corpo-
rate planners to become savvy negotiators.
“As planners, we need to show vendors that
we’re getting good value elsewhere and that
we are going to go after the most competitive
rates.” Armstrong said she would plan eight to
10 major meetings this year, ranging in size
from 425 to 8,000 attendees. She said it is her
job to find suppliers who want a piece of that
business and are willing to work with her to
provide the best rates.
Jana Swanson, marketing associate at

wholesale lawn and garden distributor BWI
Companies in Nash, Texas, has been able to
avoid significant price increases by taking a
tough negotiating stance. This September,
BWI, which operates in 15 states in the
Southeast, will draw 2,000 attendees to its
third consecutive BWI Expo trade show at the
Shreveport (La.) Convention Center. Not only
is she seeking more affordable destinations,
but by leveraging the economic impact of her
event on the destination, she said she has been
able to maintain BWI’s hotel budget and has
negotiated to have the Shreveport-Bossier City
Convention and Visitors Bureau pick up trans-
portation costs, including airport transfers and
shuttles to an outdoor downtown extravaganza
catered by a half-dozen local restaurants.
“We’ve always been able to stay within our
budgets,” Swanson said. “We’ve never had
any issues with that.”
The key to negotiating, she said, is “knowing

the value of your business to the destination—
and using that as a bargaining chip to engineer
a win-win situation.”
While Swanson said destinations like

Shreveport allow her to meet her budget needs,
there are drawbacks. She has had to face
increasing difficulties with airlift into
Shreveport for attendees who arrive from rural
markets across the Southeast as airlines have
cut back on less profitable routes post 9/11
and especially over the past two years. “The
challenge for us now is always the logistics of
travel,” she said. “Most of our attendees, who
are owners of farm and feed stores or nurs-
eries, want to get there and back in two days
because they run their own businesses. Some
of them will make a little mini-vacation out of
it, but a lot of them can’t do that. So, getting
people in and out can be a challenge.” As a
result, she said, some important customers
have become frustrated with proposed travel

arrangements and have chosen not to attend the
show.
In response, BWI has created new incen-

tives for attendance. “We’ve done some things
to hype the show, so they know they need to
be there,” she said. “For example, we offer
special discounts that are only available to
attendees at the expo. They are discounts that
our customers just can’t miss out on.”

Like Swanson, Armstrong said she has also
experienced increased challenges related to
attracting attendees. “For us, having our meet-
ings in a first- or second-tier city is almost
essential so we can keep our costs low as far
as flying people in,” she said. However,
Armstrong said she has seen it become more
difficult to move people efficiently, especially
for the company’s largest event, a daily rental
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meeting that draws 8,000 attendees from
branch offices across the United States.
“That’s especially true for a second-tier city,
because there are just limited flights,” she
said. “San Diego is a good example of that.
We experienced that there with one of our
2007 meetings, so that made us very aware
that we need to be selecting cities that have
numerous daily direct flights from major
cities.” As a result, the conference will be held
in Orlando, Fla., this year.
At the same time that Armstrong has elected

to use major destinations such as Orlando,
Adams said she has discovered the benefits of
meeting in second-tier cities. In May, she will
stage a meeting for 100 attendees from a med-
ical device firm in San Mateo, Calif. While
she has experienced declining levels of enthu-
siasm for her small meetings business in A-list
markets, she said she was pleasantly surprised
to see the treatment she gets in mid-sized
destinations.

Armstrong said risk management is also on
her mind. “You have to assess the risk factors,
like having a meeting on the Gulf Coast dur-
ing hurricane season,” she said. “That is a big
risk. Going with a hotel chain that is not doing
well and could go into bankruptcy is another
risk. So, in cases like that, if a meeting were
cancelled or delayed, there would be big finan-
cial repercussions for the company. It falls
within a planner’s responsibility today to be
looking at those kinds of issues. So, I think
that the challenge now is to look at what atten-
dees are taking away from your meetings, and
what the risks are that are associated with the
meetings. Those are two big trends.”
It’s also important to educate corporate execu-

tives about the increased costs within the hospi-
tality industry, Armstrong said. “At Enterprise,
our management understands that costs have
been increasing for the last couple of years. And,
instead of limiting meetings, they understand
that meetings are an important part of the culture
of our company. Part of the reason we get
together is to recognize the people who have
contributed heavily in their departments or
regions. We give them face time with our CEO
and other top executives. That builds pride,
which is a big part of the culture of our compa-
ny. There are a lot of dollars invested in getting
folks to our meetings and making sure the con-
tent is applicable to their trade and making sure
they are absorbing information,” she said. As a
result, despite management’s strong commitment

Sheila Evans, director of sales, worldwide accounts for Hilton Sales Worldwide -
Southern Region, is an active member of Meeting Professionals International
and has spent years working to develop strong relationships with meeting plan-
ners. Evans said she understands that corporate planners face challenges but
believes strongly that there is a way for both planners and suppliers to success-

fully reach their goals. “It is crucial in our industry that suppliers and planners work together,” she
said. “And key to a strong partnership is communication. Strong communication helps ensure a
win/win for both parties.”

Evans said she has noticed that the number of corporate meetings is down, yet meeting
expenses are up. Because of this environment, she said, the partnership between supplier and
planner has become especially imperative. For suppliers who want to build strong relationships
with planners, Evans said listening is imperative. “We should always try to present solutions that
are agreeable to both parties. When this happens, it strengthens the relationship between both
parties. It is key to understand that each company you are working with has different goals and
objectives that must be understood.” �
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